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The purpose of this quantitative study was to explore the effectiveness of a freshman
orientation program on second-semester retention, second-year retention, and cumulative GPA
for students enrolled in a community college in the Deep South. The problem addressed in this
study is a lack of sufficient academic and social support for college students, limiting their ability
to remain in school and with high levels of academic performance (Nora & Crisp, 2007). For
this study, the following research questions were analyzed: (1) Are there differences in 1st to 2nd
semester retention for program completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program
completers with a 19-20 ACT? (2) Are there differences in 1st to 2nd year retention for program
completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT? (3)
Are there differences in cumulative GPA for program completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared
to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT? Data for these research questions were collected
from the school’s director of data management and imported into SPSS software for analysis.
The findings of this study indicated students who completed the program, despite having lower
composite ACT scores compared to program non-completers, were 15.8 times more likely to
enroll in the next semester and 2.42 times more likely to enroll in the 2nd year compared to those

who did not complete the program but had higher composite ACT scores. Additionally, program
completers had significantly higher cumulative GPAs than did program non-completers. Based
on the findings, this study should target other moderating factors that might contribute to student
retention.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Institutions of higher learning have moved into the ever-changing landscape of today’s
society; technology advancements, non-traditional classroom settings, fluctuations in the
economy, budget cuts, social and racial consciousness, and increased competition in the global
job market have evolved. Leaders of colleges and universities have modified their development
of career pathways for students. These revisions ensure prospective and current students are
being retained to establish that college graduates can compete for jobs, not only locally, but
nationally as well. Nevertheless, it is not solely the institution leaders’ responsibilities to ensure
student completion. Students must also be tenacious in their pursuit of higher education. The
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES; 2019) found that for students enrolling at 4-year
institutions in fall 2016 the retention rate was 81%; for students at 2-year institutions, that rate
was just 62%.
The NCES conducted additional research during 2000 and 2016, which indicated
educational attainment rates among 25- to 29-year-old people increased based on the following
statistics: high school diploma acquisition increased from 88% to 92%, associate’s degree
completion percentage improved from 38% to 46%, and bachelor’s degree attainment increased
from 29% to 36% (NCES, 2018). The retention data from the NCES showed support for the
conception that individuals have become more aware of the value of completing their educations.
Thus, institution leaders have provided opportunities for students to compete in a competitive job
1

market. The possibility that there will be a loss of wages and benefits in addition to a lack of job
advancement should be reiterated to students who decide to leave college before they graduate.
Bailey, Jeong, and Cho (2010) stated over 13 million students were enrolled in
community colleges across the United States, and these school leaders and their employees have
undertaken the task of retaining these students until graduation. This effort has been critical in
assisting those who lack the proper academic skills to complete college level work. Community
colleges’ collective success and sustainability depends on maintaining or improving tuition
returns by attaining and preserving high retention rates. Throughout the years, community
colleges have served students who would be denied admission to 4-year postsecondary
institutions. Since the inception of the community college system, the most shared point of
admission to higher education has been the 2-year college with less than half of new college
candidates beginning their higher educations at 4-year colleges (Tinto, 1987). Because
community colleges have become the largest single sector of higher education in the United
States, there has been growing pressure to provide adequate services to a diverse population and
remain committed to ensuring both open access and program completion (Horn, 2009).
Open enrollment guidelines have been embedded into the community college system;
therefore, college administrators must implement strategies for students unprepared to confront
the rigors of college as they transition into a new environment. Despite the increases in college
enrollment and degree attainment, student attrition remains inevitable. Hausmann, Schofield,
and Woods (2007) suggested the most influential model of student persistence was the successful
simultaneous integration into the social and academic fabrics of the institution. Commitment to
the institution to achieve the ultimate goal of obtaining a college degree is also a significant
factor of student persistence (Hausmann et al., 2007). Although this suggestion may improve the
2

chances of success for individual student success, this model may only be judged on a case-bycase basis because discrete student characteristics of socioeconomic background, age, previous
college preparation, and financial aid support must be considered carefully.
Students who withdraw from an institution will not always discontinue their studies.
Herzog (2005) presented evidence that there were limited data on students who might transfer to
another institution. In 1992, high school graduates who completed a bachelor’s degree within an
8-year period obtained their degrees from an institution other than the school where they began
their studies (Herzog, 2005). According to Tinto (2012), valid evidence has indicated
insufficient academic talents justify the decline in retention rates observed at community colleges
nationwide. Thus, developmental education should be an integral part of the community college.
Federal lawmakers have emphasized the need for proper precollege preparation in
conjunction with government plans that focus on college and K-12 assessment. These elements
have been focused on to enhance educational programs and increase student retention and
graduation rates (Mann Levesque, 2014). Alternatively, leaders of colleges and universities have
tried to increase student retention using additional tutoring, academic advising, and individual
counseling (Permzadian & Crede, 2016). With these resources available, students should
increase their chances of completing their college degrees. If an institution promoted these
resources properly and students utilized these success programs to their advantages, prior
research on the student retention topic would be validated. Furthermore, when institutions
promoted success programs properly, students who decided to transfer knew how to seek
assistance at their new institutions, which increased their chances of academic success.
Permzadian and Crede (2016) suggested a common retention strategy adopted by colleges and
universities was the implementation of first-year seminars to improve student grades. These
3

institutions provided students with the information and guidance necessary to overcome initial
enrollment obstacles. Over the past century, first-year seminars have been offered at American
colleges and universities; where leaders have reported progressive, positive effects on a students’
collective effective transition to college. In many cases, this success has increased, along with
the probability of moving into the 2nd year and enjoying successful academic performance while
in college (Permzadian & Crede, 2016).
Tinto (1987) claimed students were not retained at community colleges because they
were not integrating academically or socially (Borglum & Kubala, 2000). Interpersonal
relationships and active involvement within the community college environment have been
conducive to student retention (Borglum & Kubala, 2000). Transitioning from high school to
college can be challenging for students, even if they have received some college preparation and
have a strong support network; nonetheless, students’ first years in college have remained the
most critical stage in their academic pursuit. Initially, the rigors of course workload,
independent learning, and access to resources have been misunderstood by new students. This
confusion has caused feelings of disappointment and resulted in withdrawal from their
institutions (Darlaston-Jones et al., 2003). Tinto (2006) examined the students’ first years of
college. The researcher focused on students transitioning into colleges and the nature of student
contact with faculty members on a personal level outside of classroom instruction. This research
represented significant evidence that faculty members should not only provide academic and
advising support, but they were also advised to serve as mentors to young students to ensure their
safety and academic persistence through college. Faculty and staff involvement were shown as
essential in student expectations and university experience, which were confirmed as key
variables in student retention (Darlaston-Jones et al., 2003). Furthermore, research showed
4

students would be more successful if they maintained relationships with family, church, tribes,
and past communities (Tinto, 2006).
When considering the effects of first-year programs from a financial standpoint,
institutional administrators must focus their efforts on certain target indicators to ensure they
collect a return on investment. With the total cost of these programs reaching millions of dollars,
coordinators of these programs have faced increased budget shortages; therefore, this factor has
increased the significance of this research to assist administrators in their efforts to determine to
the extent of the appropriate amount of funding that should be allocated for these student success
initiative programs (see Permzadian & Crede, 2016). The American Institutes for Research
(2011) examined more than 1.1 million full-time students who entered college in 2002; of the
total number of students, almost half did not graduate within six years, which resulted in a
combined loss of $4.5 billion in lost income and federal and state taxes.
Statement of the Problem
The problem addressed in this study is determining the effectiveness of a first-year
orientation program implemented by a community college in the Deep South. According to
Maruyama (2012), attention has gravitated toward assessments, such as the ACT exam.
Administrators use these assessments to measure core content area skills and benchmarks ,rather
than accepting evidence of academic readiness based on high school graduation. College
administrators use ACT scores to admit students, place students in appropriate courses based on
their achievement levels, indicate which students need academic support, and grant scholarships.
Current and past literature indicated inconsistent and vague answers existed to the problems
regarding student retention. According to Nora and Crisp (2007), many students did not receive
enough academic or social support during their enrollments in colleges that increased their
5

abilities to succeed. Declining U.S. enrollment rates across the nation have indicated colleges
must recondition retention and recruitment efforts for students from diverse backgrounds to
continue making substantive progress toward the 2020 college credential completion goal set
forth by the Obama administration (American Association of Community Colleges, 2017).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the effectiveness of a community college
freshman orientation program in the Deep South. At this particular community college, the
freshman orientation course was a state-of-the-art technology driven course designed to equip,
engage, and empower students with the tools for success in college. In this community college’s
service area, quality of life and family sustainability existed at critically low levels, substantially
below the national and state averages. This area has also been affected by the closing of
industries predominantly in the manufacturing sector. According to the 2004 ACT Policy
Report, the demographics and the quality of K-12 education where students were born and reared
have been critical factors in determining the retention and graduation rates of those students
(Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2004). Although economic problems have remained a critical
barrier to student achievement, the effects of poverty are augmented by related challenges.
Meeting these challenges posed a test to leaders of institutions of higher learning dedicated to
improving the quality of life in their immediate communities and surrounding areas.
Research Questions and Null Hypothesis
The specific research questions established for the study were listed as follows:
RQ1. Are there differences in 1st to 2nd semester retention for program completers with
a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
6

RQ2. Are there differences in 1st to 2nd year retention for program completers with a 1718 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
RQ3. Are there differences in cumulative GPA for program completers with a 17-18
ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
The null hypotheses were as follows:
H10. There is no statistically significant difference in 1st to 2nd semester retention for
program completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers
with a 19-20 ACT.
H20. There is no statistically significant difference in 1st to 2nd year retention for
program completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers
with a 19-20 ACT.
H30. There is no statistically significant difference cumulative GPA for program
completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20
ACT.
Justification for the Study
For many individuals across the United States, they have believed the most suitable way
to create an economically sound career is to attend college and graduate with a skill trade or
degree. In the past 10 years, the U.S. position in global rankings of degree completion has
decreased, which has created an unprecedented competitive edge for other nations (Stewart, Lim,
& Kim, 2015). Determining if the first-year, freshman orientation program has an effect on
academic achievement can show new information on ways to maintain student retention and aid
the United States in its efforts to reclaim its position at the top of global rankings among college
graduates. The significance of this study derived from the need to understand the efficiency of
7

retention services at community colleges in conjunction with standardized testing indicating
academic achievement.
As the international job market becomes more demanding, leaders of institutions of
higher learning must improve their enrollment and retention strategies to ensure their students
are not performing at lower rates, dropping out and or acquiring low wage jobs. Without a
college degree, it has become much more challenging for people to attain prosperity, personal
accomplishment, and immersion in an ever-growing and demanding world (Bettinger, Boatman,
& Long, 2013). According to Lotkowski et al. (2004), a larger percentage of college age
students must enroll and complete a degree within a certain time to remain competitive in the
global economy. Darlaston-Jones et al. (2003) suggested a shift toward mass higher education
and equity access had occurred, which had changed students’ perspectives toward higher
education. Many students have begun viewing themselves as consumers, so they are demanding
what they deem an appropriate return on investment. This study provided new information to
supplement existing and past literature that indicated support programs were necessary to address
problems and challenges regarding academic achievement, social and academic integration, and
institutional preparedness that could improve retention and college completion. Suggestions
from this study offer an incentive for a postsecondary institution to investigate the reasons for
student academic achievement. Most published studies focused on the 4-year universities, which
provided limited implications for community college administrators; therefore, the literature did
not show community college leaders different ways to achieve the goals of higher student
enrollment, increased student retention, and higher levels of academic success among
community college students (Young & Keup, 2016).
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Terms and Definitions
Academic achievement: Academic achievement refers to the level of schooling a student
has successfully completed and the ability to attain success in one’s studies (Cochran, Campbell,
Baker, & Leeds, 2014)
Cumulative grade point average (GPA): GPA is the measurement of a student’s
performance of the combined average of courses taken by a student during enrollment at an
institution (Cochran et al., 2014).
Freshman orientation: Freshman orientation at the institution in this study is a course for
incoming freshmen and designed to provide students with experiential learning opportunities that
focus on students’ acceptance of individual responsibility in their academic, social, and personal
pursuits.
Non-program completers: Non-program completers are students placed on academic
probation and or withdraw from school after or before their freshman years (Cho & Karp, 2013).
Persistence: Persistence is a commitment to continue and complete (Hausmann et al.,
2007).
Program completers: Program completers are students who complete the freshman
orientation with a satisfactory grade of C or higher (Cho & Karp, 2013).
Retention: Retention is the ability for institutions to retain students from the start of their
first years (Tinto, 2012). Two-year college administrators typically measure retention from
semester to semester because community college students have a higher risk to drop out or
transfer between terms (Ebbers & Wild, 2002).
Student integration: Student integration involves mixing of students into their social and
academic environments (Hausmann et al., 2007).
9

Success program: Success program is a program that aims to strengthen student
engagement and relationship building to improve academic performance and college retention,
and or assist with career planning (Gershenfeld, 2014).
Theoretical Framework
Because academic and social integration are considered essential pieces of this research,
Tinto’s (1975, 1987) theory of social and academic integration will function as the theoretical
framework for this study. Since 1975, Tinto’s work has refined philosophies regarding student
retention, and this material has influenced this particular realm of academic retention. According
to Tinto (2012), college students are motivated by their expectations; those with higher outlooks
are more likely to achieve successful academic outcomes, but those with low hopes are more
likely to report insufficient academic performance. Tinto (2012) targeted four conditions that
relate directly to student achievement: expectations, support, assessment and feedback, and
involvement. Applying Tinto’s (2012) theory allowed the researcher to gain an understanding of
institutional persistence and retention; therefore, readers would be more likely to gain an
understanding of conditions that would increase academic and student success. Scholars and
educators can use Tinto’s (2012) premise to understand and evaluate students’ experiences in
and outside the classroom, which are essential to achieve academic success. Although various
frameworks explore students’ persistence and retention, college leaders adapt to whichever
model serves the students and institution most effectively (Miller & Tuttle, 2006).
Overview of Methods
Data were collected from the director of data management at a community college in the
Deep South. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the data. Additionally, the
10

techniques used to describe any relationships included correlation coefficient, scatterplot, and
reporting of percentages. To address discrepant cases or outliers in the data analysis, an
assumption test was conducted to create a filter in the testing tool; this step was in addition to
removing or changing outliers during post-test analysis and changing the value of the outliers.
Moreover, because the research study was comparing the means of more than one group, the
appropriate inferential statistical method was an independent t-test to compare the means
between two groups on the same dependent variable. Because the variables were quantitative
and the levels of measurement were intervals, a parametric technique was best suited for this
process. Furthermore, to give a 95% confidence that the mean of the entire population fell
within a specific parameter, a confidence interval was calculated.
Delimitations
The following delimitations applied to the study:
1. The sample in this study are full-time students at a community college in the Deep
South. Since the population is only from this particular college, the findings of this
study will not be able to be generalized beyond the designated population.
Additionally, evaluation was of a single, technology-driven freshman orientation
program. Results may not be applied to programs that operate using different
principles or with different objectives.
2. The study is also delimited in time, to students enrolling as first-time freshman at the
community college for the fall 2018 semester. The researcher accessed archival data
for this sample, consisting of their composite ACT score, second-semester retention
status, second-year retention status, cumulative freshman GPA, and course
completion status for freshman orientation.
11

Summary
Community colleges in the United States have struggled to attract and retain students
(American Association of Community Colleges, 2017). According to the NCES (2019), the
retention rate for students enrolling in 2-year institutions in 2016 was 62%. The purpose of this
study was to explore the effectiveness of a community college freshman orientation program in
the Deep South, as measured by students second-semester and second-year retention, as well as
by cumulative freshman GPA. Chapter 1 provided the research basis for the study, described the
study’s significance and causal-comparative research design, and defined key terms. Chapter 2
will provide a fuller discussion of literature relevant to the study.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
In the past two decades, leaders of institutions of higher learning have focused on student
retention, thereby indicating the need for the higher education community of the need for
institutions to take the attrition of admitted students seriously (Maldonado, Rhoads, &
Buenavista, 2005). Permzadian and Crede (2016) stated the following statistics: 31% of first
time, full-time college students who enter a 2-year institution graduate in 3 years, and 59% of
first-time, full-time students who enter a 4-year institution graduate within 6 years. In 2013, the
NCES (2013) reported that out of 1.5 million students who had begun their college careers
pursuing a 2-year degree, only 31% had graduated within 2 years. Additionally, the 2010 2-year
graduation rate was only 30.6%, which showed there had been low improvement over 3 years
(Bettinger et al., 2013). Permzadian and Crede (2016) expressed that these low completion rates
represented a large misallocation of financial resources for educational institutions, in addition to
lost time and a reduction in potential future earnings for many students.
When college students begin their academic pursuits, their goals should be degree
completion, successful social and cultural integration, and the pursuit of a fulfilling career
pathways. Once students have met these benchmarks, increased opportunities, successful
careers, and satisfactory salaries have become the end result of attaining a higher education
degree. Dreams of academic achievement have resulted in a rapid growth and interest in
postsecondary degrees because students are enrolling in community colleges at a higher
13

percentage than ever before (Hout, 2012). Bettinger et al. (2013) stated students who
participated in subpar-designed developmental courses were more likely to drop out of college
compared to students in college-level courses; therefore, they were likely to have lower GPAs
and lower graduation rates. It is difficult to increase retention at a community college because
there are diverse student populations with various limitations and challenging life circumstances.
These circumstances can include part-time academic status, developmental coursework, family
commitments, and work obligations (Hutto, 2015). Furthermore, leaders of institutions of higher
learning should examine all reasons why college students are not being retained, in addition to
assisting college students with the aforementioned goals. Community college leaders are
instituting a wide array of student success programs and courses designed to provide students
with skills, knowledge, and support networks to accomplish increased program completion rates
(Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2012). Notable success programs among
community colleges include first-year seminars, college success strategy courses, freshman
orientations, and learning communities (Hatch & Bohlig, 2016). According to Crisp and Taggart
(2013), many researchers have confirmed student engagement in these programs is associated
with progressive results, including increased perseverance, academic and social commitment,
and higher grades. The following literature review is comprised of the following emphases: (a)
college student retention: risk factors and assessment, (b) first-year intervention programs and
their impact on student success and retention, (c) theoretical perspectives in relation to the
community college population, (d) community colleges: rural and urban, and (e) the impact of
freshman orientation.
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College Student Retention: Risk Factors and Assessment
Student retention is a non-negotiable priority for many colleges and universities. Even an
array of resources support student achievement at a community college, nearly half the students
will drop out before completing a degree, and one-third will not persist to the following semester
(Fike & Fike, 2008). With student body enrollment increasing in the non-traditional student
realm, management of student retention has become increasingly challenging for most
institutions of higher learning (Siegel, 2011). Siegel (2011) pointed out that over the past 20
years, college student retention had been a consistently well-researched topic in academia.
Within the large body of literature on this topic, multiple examples have alluded to many
different reasons a student decides to withdraw from an institution. Craig and Ward (2008)
revealed that among 1,729 community college students, GPA had been among the most
dominant elements of student retention.
Not only has GPA played a dominant factor in student success, but other performance
measures, such as standardized test scores, have also been key indicators of academic excellence
and willingness to persist (Friedman & Mandel, 2010). In 2005, ACT established the College
Readiness Benchmark (CRB), and in 2013, the CRB was updated. The ACT CRB are classified
as the ACT scores associated with a 50% probability of earning a grade of B or higher in the
normal first-year college courses and a 75% chance of earning a minimum grade of C. The
benchmarks from the ACT CRB related to first-year courses are as follows: ACT
English/English Composition I, ACT Mathematics/College Algebra, ACT Reading/Social
Sciences, and ACT Science/Biology (Allen, 2013). The update process consisted of college
administrators providing course data of first-year students to ACT. Once ACT received
institution data, this material was matched with its own data. The sample size for this study was
15

8,399 students. A hierarchical logistic regression was used to determine the ACT score at each
institution associated with a 50% chance of students earning a grade of B or higher (Allen,
2013). The attainment rates for courses with a B or higher were as follows: Biology at 46.7%,
English Composition I at 58.7%, College Algebra at 71.5%, and English Composition I with a
grade of C at 80.6% (Allen, 2013). These benchmarks are used to create goals for educators,
students, and parents to achieve college readiness. Students have a 50% chance of making a
grade of B or higher if they have achieved college readiness.
Cochran et al. (2014) focused on a broader view of individual characteristics of students,
in addition to examining previous research literature on traditional face-to-face classes. The
resulting information showed how individual characteristics of students might be associated with
the likelihood of withdrawal from online classes. Cochran et al. conducted an empirical study
with a sample size of 2,314 undergraduate students in conjunction with demographic
characteristics, such as gender, race, age, the interaction of age and gender, GPA, financial aid,
and online course withdrawal history. Although the aforementioned characteristics are included
frequently as variables in research, Cochran et al. sought to understand student characteristics
associated with students who withdrew from online classes. The data were collected in spring
2010 from students enrolled in undergraduate online programs. Because the goal was to identify
specific student characteristics, the sample was categorized in two groups that included those
who withdrew from at least one online course and those who did not withdraw from an online
course (Cochran et al., 2014).
Cochran et al. (2014) used logit regression to determine the strength of relationships
between withdrawal from online courses and the identified set of explanatory variables; initially,
the researchers conducted a univariate analysis to determine the strength of relationships between
16

individual and dependent variables and to identify significant interactions within the explanatory
variables that might impact the regression model. Their findings showed several significant
relationships that affected class withdrawal. For example, a GPA of 3.0 or higher was consistent
with students who did not withdraw from classes. Students who were African American showed
a higher likelihood to withdraw from virtual classes based on socioeconomic statuses, finances,
and motivation levels. White students who received a scholarship or were older than 24 years of
age showed a trend of continuation of enrollment. Although 89% of high school teachers
insisted that they followed the proper protocol to prepare students for college, 26% of college
professors believed otherwise (Allen, 2013). Though low retention and graduation rates could be
related to poor preparation in high school, one might argue substantial academic preparedness
groundwork at home was lacking (Bettinger et al., 2013). Furthermore, Cochran et al. (2014)
supported that the online medium had unique characteristics that might impact the students who
would enroll in courses; therefore, future researchers should identify those students to show the
risk factors that might lead to course attrition. Because there is no specific solution to the
problem, leaders of colleges and universities have continued to look for different tactics to
combat the problem of student attrition (Siegel, 2011).
According to Siegel (2011), college student retention plans must be broad to be effective;
thus, leaders are expected to incorporate a variety of diverse ideas and strategies. To improve
academic performance, college leaders have implemented summer bridge cohorts, college
preparation courses, and mentorship programs, which have shown boosts in retention, graduation
statistics, and student morale levels (Hughes, Karp, & O’Gara, 2011). Furthermore, leaders of
campuses must focus on building retention plans around student needs and involving an eclectic
range of campus constituents. For example, faculty and staff from different departments should
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consider forming committees to brainstorm ideas and different perspectives. Once these
committees are formed, group members should meet regularly to discuss trends and make new
suggestions to implement ideas, as necessary. Siegel (2011) also emphasized that when
committees are developing a retention program, institution leaders should identify key
information about the student population and determine the programs in place to support student
success and learning.
Students entering college for the first time have often come into a classroom feeling
afraid of the unknown. However, with faculty involvement, the enhancement of student success
within the college is encouraging (Webber, Krylow, & Zhang, 2013). Faculty members can help
students feel more at ease in the classroom, improve their learning capability, and provide
students with enthusiasm and encouragement to move forward with academic pursuits (Yook,
2012). Yook (2012) stated when faculty members challenge their students, they became more
engaged, which led to an overall positive effect on their academic experiences. The engagement
of faculty members and students is essential to increase retention; according to various data,
students are more likely to remain enrolled in college if they feel supported and encouraged by
their professors (Betts, 2009). Foss, Foss, Paynton, and Hahn (2014) also expressed the key idea
that administrators have maintained that a lower student faculty ratio was essential in retention
efforts because this ratio had provided more interactions between students and professors.
Therefore, these factors have resulted in more committed learners with the determination to
complete their degrees (Foss et al., 2014).
When an institution’s leaders can identify the needs of its student population, the
likelihood for student success increases (Siegel, 2011). This knowledge has been instrumental in
creating a conducive learning environment for the students. If institution leaders conducted a
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campus wide assessment, the information from this survey would promote the practical use of
time and resources, and this tool would help the institution leaders evade repetition of efforts by
the different campus entities involved in preserving retention rates. Campus retention efforts
have remained critical across the nation, and one core task that can be implemented involves
consulting with other institutions that have had success in this endeavor. If an institution leader
is pondering implementing a new idea for retention, probing other similar campuses’ practices
may consider giving faculty members ideas on what works and what does not work (Siegel,
2011). Siegel (2011) suggested that school leaders look beyond the traditional student
population. In 2011, Siegel reported more than half of the college student population were
nontraditional. Additionally, this particular population lived and worked primarily off campus as
they tried to balance family lives with the rigors of college work (Siegel, 2011).
Student retention has remained imperative to all stakeholders in higher education, but this
factor has held higher significance to administrators and faculty members for a variety of
reasons. Chief among those rationale include the effects that student enrollment and program
completion have on federal funding, donor support, and institution status (Foss et al., 2014).
When institution leaders are analyzing the most critical factors, retention rates have also
influenced local and national economies. For example, students who have graduated from
college and become gainfully employed are poised to make major contributions to their states
and the national government. Becoming gainfully employed, particularly in a high wage
occupation, may encourage college graduates to spend money in their states, pay taxes, and
contribute to the well-being and quality of life in their communities and society (Foss et al.,
2014). Moreover, students live currently in the age of technology with advances in new
technology emerging daily. To procure and maintain students’ attention, faculty must use the
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latest technology for presentations and lectures while providing experiential learning
opportunities that will reinforce learning. Flexibility in learning and communication are
becoming increasingly critical to students and faculty alike. Immediate access to information
and advancement of new technologies have emerged as key factors to student success. The
traditional classroom setting with an allocated time is largely outdated for many learners, and
institution administrators must reconstruct their collective focuses from concentrating on
common processes to emphasizing common outcomes (Foss et al., 2014). Thus, administrators
must focus on the possibilities and the responsibilities of offering students a variety of different
ways to achieve those outcomes rooted deeply in the ways they learn best (Foss et al., 2014).
First-Year Intervention Programs: Student Success and Retention
The literature has pointed to college administrators administering first-year programs to
assist new students with campus adaptation. From an academic standpoint, entrance exams are
administered to determine students’ general academic preparedness. A student’s placement
scores determine whether he or she should be enrolled in English-as-a-second-language (ESL);
developmental math; developmental reading; developmental writing; or college-level math,
reading, or writing (Jenkins, Smith Jaggars, & Roksa, 2009). Jamelske (2009) observed students
at a medium-size university who participated in a first-year experience (FYE) program
established by the university. This program was designed to incorporate added curricular and
extracurricular activities into core courses to aid in student transition into the university
community (Jamelske, 2009). The key factors observed in this study were FYE impact on GPA
and retention after 1 year for a fall 2006 cohort of first-year students. The findings of this
research indicated the FYE program had no positive impact on retention; however, on average
FYE students maintained higher GPAs compared to non-FYE students. With the GPA of
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students enrolled in the FYE being higher than non-FYE students, essential postsecondary
institution leaders should incorporate programs of this nature to their students’ career pathways.
Though incorporating such activities for first-year students may influence student retention, there
may also be a significant negative aspect to this type of program as well. Hughes et al. (2011)
suggested requirements for success programs would differ from one college to the other which
makes determining overall success difficult. Jamelske (2009) highlighted challenges instructors
endured because there was substantial work needed to instill the suggested extra activities into
their current courses. Even though the demand for data collection in first-year programs is high,
the results are not comprehensive to all colleges and universities.
All college programs differ, especially when compared to the student population;
therefore, university officials should tailor their transition programs to their own campus
cultures. With 95% of U.S. 4-year institutions having some type of first-year program,
interventions should likely serve as a positive force for student retention in higher education
(Jamelske, 2009). Though intervention programs can serve as positive forces in the community
college environment, retention rates can also vary depending on what period these effects are
measured. The ideal college environment should have an encouraging learning environment that
promotes cultivation of creativity, embraces free thinking, promotes societal and cultural
responsiveness, and fosters increased community engagement while equipping students with the
knowledge and skills to compete in the global job market.
Institutions of higher learning are designed to place students on career pathways, and for
many students, the goal has been program completion. Crisp (2010) suggested that community
colleges have established as a growing point of access to higher education for students;
nevertheless, many students are and have been affected negatively by remediation, which has
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resulted in some learners dropping out at early stages or failing to transfer to 4-year institutions
before earning degrees. According to Hagedorn (2005), many students who leave college do not
perceive themselves as failures; alternatively, they view their time spent in college as a positive
process of self-discovery that has led to their social and intellectual growth. Students who are
not retained and labeled a dropout are not necessarily failures, nor should they be considered
mere statistics. Furthermore, Hagedorn (2005) suggested that students might have dropped out
because their goals had been achieved during the limited time they were enrolled. She also
indicated that retention should be referenced when compared to a student’s educational goals,
rather than his or her personal goals (Hagedorn, 2005). Student retention is critical to institutions
of higher learning and society because students who possess a college degree or a marketable
skill or trade are predisposed to make more money in their lifetimes compared to those who have
not completed a degree.
Even though there is a large body of literature concentrated on student retention,
researchers have continued to delve into reasons why students are not being retained. Not only
should researchers keep pursuing investigations regarding student retention, but institutional
administrators and faculty should also continue developing tactics to combat the problem of
lower student retention. Most leaders of campuses are building their retention plans around
student needs and involving an eclectic collection of campus constituents. According to Crisp
(2010), community college leaders have adopted mentoring to encourage student success.
Empirical research has shown that mentoring has not been limited to a single relationship
between two individuals, but it is a complex process influenced by many people in an
individual’s life, including faculty, staff, upperclassmen, peers, friends, family, and religious
leaders (Crisp, 2010). Mentorship is critical to students’ success because it enhances academic
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performance and engagement while serving as social and family support for those who lack that
facet in their lives (Jones, Barlow, & Villarejo, 2010).
In 2006, Crisp conducted a research study on 436 students at a community college in the
South-Central United States on the influence of mentoring as it applied to the success of
community college students. Students enrolled in humanities, mathematics, and science courses
were chosen for the study because these students were on a collective path to complete a degree
or transfer to a university. There was a response rate of 81%, and a total of 320 students allowed
access to their grades. Those data were analyzed by computing item means from composite
scores for each of the latent constructs in the structural model and used t-tests to compare
students’ experiences descriptively with various characteristics shown previously to influence
personal decisions (Crisp, 2010). Structural equation modeling was also used to test a theoretical
model of student persistence that hypothesized a causal relationship between mentoring and
other constructs shown to contribute to students’ persistence behavior. Crisp (2010) addressed
flaws in the theoretically based literature, and this material supplemented current research that
influenced the college experiences and success of community college students. Furthermore,
leaders of institutions of higher learning must realize the necessity of eliminating the clichéd
“sink-or-swim” mentality and adopt a more socially accountable and economically inclined
viewpoint for school administrators to emphasize the need to graduate their admitted students
within a reasonable period (Maldonado et al., 2005).
Maldonado et al. (2005) examined the theoretical effects of student-initiated efforts and
their probability of reframing how scholars and practitioners were acknowledging the struggle of
retaining students of color. This study combined the tenets of a conceptual framework and
critical analysis of Student-Initiated Retention Projects at the University of California at Davis,
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Los Angeles, San Diego, Santa Cruz, and Berkeley; the University of Colorado; and the
University of Wisconsin. Additionally, this study was conducted because colleges and
universities were encountering considerable difficulties in retaining underrepresented student
populations, particularly students residing in Florida, California, and Washington (Maldonado et
al., 2005). Maldonado et al. (2005) questioned whether the dominant theories of student
retention in higher education were still applicable. Maldonado et al. found that for students of
color to remain retained, they must develop the knowledge, skills, and networks in addition to
building community ties and commitments—in simultaneous conjunction with challenging the
social and institutional norms. This study was particularly timely because it provided new
information for institutions to apply toward the development of students’ identities that assisted
their transitions into the college culture; consequently, these data benefitted the student retention
efforts.
Bahi, Higgins, and Staley (2005) conducted an empirical study and found evidence to
support that the completion of courses by students was influenced by prior academic
preparedness and the premise that social integration at the collegiate level was vital to student
success. Data from this study were collected based on information provided by 171
undergraduate mathematics students at a small public university over a 7-year period that began
in 1999. These data also consisted of student attributes, date of enrollment, the dates of change
to other majors, if applicable, and graduation date of students who completed their degrees. The
evidence was based on time to event analysis, and the data used survival tables to estimate the
distribution of student departure and major change. Once the risk dataset was procured, a binary
logit model was used to estimate the probability that students would change majors. Their
assessment on social integration also indicated dropouts who were academic failures and
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students who pursued voluntary withdrawals tended to show more sensitivity to social
integration than to academic integration (Bahi et al., 2005).
Because social integration has become a trend in the student retention literature, the
impression that positive interactions will motivate students to complete their academic quests at
institutions of higher learning has manifested within institutional expectations inherent to
consistent student retention. Consequently, helping institution administrators maintain and
increase their retention rates is crucial to achieving their goals of enhancing community wellbeing and sustained growth.
More factors play into student attrition, aside from just social integration and lack of
college preparation. Lotkowski et al. (2004) compiled the ACT Policy Report that detailed the
roles of academic and non-academic factors in improving college retention. Their study was a
comprehensive review of research of postsecondary retention that featured more than 400 studies
identified; of which, 109 met the conditions for the study. Lotkowski et al. (2004) examined
several major tenets that have remained pertinent to student retention: the relationship between
non-academic and academic factors in post-secondary retention, full-time students enrolled in
U.S. colleges, and standardized measures to report information on the study.
A meta-analysis procedure was used to classify which non-academic factors had the most
significant relationship to postsecondary retention. The findings showed all academic related
skills and non-academic factors had positive relationships to retention. The factors that had the
strongest relationship to student retention included self-confidence and the establishment of clear
academic goals. When gauging factors for a strong relationship with student retention,
institutional commitment, social support, and social involvement were predicted as three of the
strong factors. Overall, this research was relevant because it offered key recommendations that
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college leaders could have applied to determine their most prevalent student characteristics and
needs; leaders could integrate a socially inclusive and supportive academic environment and
implement an early alert assessment system (Lotkowski et al., 2004).
Fluharty and Scaggs (2007) supported the idea that social inequalities and resulting
disparities in health and welfare have been significant barriers as related to community colleges
and the policies that govern rural areas. This research contributed to the importance of
recognizing the rural differential through policy changes and this piece also offered strategies to
close the resource gap between rural and non-rural colleges. Fluharty and Scaggs (2007)
contended that geography, culture, size, and scale weighed heavily on a community’s ability to
support local colleges. Fluharty and Scaggs (2007) suggested the policies created for community
colleges should be tailored to contexts or locations to be certain that college leaders have created
a conducive community-building environment. Some rural areas lack the tax base that provides
funding to the colleges. In comparison, metropolitan community colleges usually have a
stronger tax base from which to draw consistent financial support. Another challenge that
confronts community colleges is the ability or capacity to locate resources. In contrast to many
institutions in larger metropolitan areas, rural college leaders sometimes lack the staff available
to research and find available resources.
According to Fluharty and Scaggs (2007), governmental jurisdictions and colleges were
profoundly disadvantaged if there was minimal research staff, a low number of grant writers,
sporadic technical assistance resources, or limited economic analysis capacity. Many
metropolitan community colleges have departments stocked with full-time staff members
employed to ensure resources are procured to support the institution. Additionally, many rural
community college leaders have faced competing with other rural community colleges to receive
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funding. Controversial topics, such as the lower amount of state and local funding, as well as the
decline of existing population, make it difficult for rural colleges to survive and thrive. For
example, rural institutions will be disadvantaged even further if the increased student operating
cost is not calculated accurately in funding formulas (Fluharty & Scaggs, 2007).
Theoretical Perspectives and the Community College Population
To understand the crisis that communities have encountered regarding the ability to
connect with community colleges, researchers must understand the demographics of the region.
This particular concept is related to social and academic integration. The community must
become involved and expect positive academic outcomes; Tinto (2012) argued academic success
could be enriched if the following conditions were present: expectations, support, assessment and
feedback, and involvement. Community members can use these conditions to get involved and
change the economics of their regions. With involvement from community members in addition
to support from community college faculty and staff, mentorship programs can be utilized to
encourage student persistence. Each student who has completed a degree and/or certificate
program can be an asset to the community. Furthermore, Miller and Kissinger (2007) stated
85% of the nation’s geography was located in rural America, but only 15% of its population
resided there, which posed a significant question: How can people engage the community and
build support systems when the population seems to account for a small percentage of the area
served (Miller & Kissinger, 2007)? The community needed to be engaged and more fully
involved to form a group identity to drive the community’s economy.
Nora and Crisp (2007) developed a theoretical framework specific to undergraduate
college students that was based on a review of mentoring theory from multiple disciplines that
ranged from psychology, business, and PK-12 education. Their research indicated college
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students’ perceptions of mentoring as the following: (a) psychological and emotional support, (b)
degree and career support, (c) academic/subject knowledge support, and (d) the presence of a
role model (Nora & Crisp, 2007). Even though these perceptions can be applied in a formal
setting, the student can receive the same support in daily life through maintaining general
relationships. Not much research has been developed yet to explain the different aspects of
support that a mentoring experience involves and how various forms of mentoring support are
perceived and experienced by college students (Crisp, 2010).
Miller and Tuttle (2006) stated rural community colleges constituted approximately onethird of all community colleges operating in America, and 922 individual rural community
college campuses have been identified. Most have found that the lack of a more progressive
community in terms of positive development of business and industry has constituted a drawback
for most individuals who are qualified to work at community colleges. Additionally, rural
institution leaders still face the challenge of the recruitment, retention, and development of highquality faculty and administrative teams (Miller & Tuttle, 2006). Overall, Miller and Tuttle
(2006) discovered the existence of community colleges in rural areas had promoted education
within the local community in the forms of workforce development, small business support, and
quality of community life. For geographical areas where distance remained a major barrier,
Crookston and Hooks (2012) illustrated the likelihood that an individual would attend a
community college increased by 3.6% for every 10 miles of distance between where he or she
lived and the nearest 4-year institution.
Tinto (1987) noticed there was a need to explore a theoretical explanation of retention in
the community college setting and his theoretical model of persistence observed relationships
among the following tenets: social and academic integration, student commitments to their
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educational goals and to their respective institutions, students’ background characteristics and
retention decisions. Nora, Attinasi, and Matonak (1990) corroborated Tinto’s (1987) theoretical
perspective and investigated the analytical accuracy of Tinto’s theoretical model of student
attrition among academically underprepared students who are enrolled in a 2-year community
college. The researchers hypothesized that initial commitments had direct effects on academic
and social integration, in addition to having significant effects on student retention. The study
was conducted at a multi-campus community college in the South-West with a sample size of
1,036 first-time college, freshmen enrolled in developmental education courses. After 3 years of
research, the time span resulted in a 24.4% response rate that included 113 males and 137
females. The racial composition of the survey takers comprised 83.7% White respondents,
12.2% Hispanic, and 4.1% combined Blacks and Asians. Additionally, Nora et al. (1990)
confirmed that 74% of these students were under the age of 23, while 74.3% were unmarried.
Data were analyzed with the path analysis method, which has served as an application of
multiple regression analysis in conjunction with casual theory (Nora et al., 1990). The results of
their study confirmed the concepts of Tinto’s (1987) model. Nora et al.’s (1990) results showed
the following: (a) The direct positive effect of academic integration on retention was consistent
with the theoretical expectations, and (b) the negative influence of social integration on retention
was inconsistent with the hypothesis. According to Nora et al., many publications identified
variables that correlated with student attrition, but relatively few theoretical conceptual models
explained how and why these variables affected student retention. This study emphasized the
importance of a theoretical-based study when this study was applied to student retention.
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Community Colleges: Rural and Urban
Crookston and Hooks (2012) illustrated that in rural areas, relocation increased with
educational attainment; however, a percentage of highly educated persons stayed in place, and
others returned after they had acquired additional human capital and experience. Other tactics
community college leaders have used to increase the labor market in rural areas have included
reaching out to existing businesses and industries to create partnerships for workforce
development. Basic education and advanced technical training for current workers were
examples of opportunities that arose if these partnerships were formed successfully (Garza &
Eller, 1998). These partnerships and training were designed to support the industry needs and
provide internships and employment opportunities for individuals in the community.
Partnerships and alliances remain essential for effective community development, but
organizations and agencies serving distressed rural communities often have little historical
experience of working together and creating sustainable partnerships (Garza & Eller, 1998). In
these rural areas, racial and social class factors have played roles in determining the presence or
absence of cooperation among community members.
Transforming the rural community college into a catalyst for economic development has
not happened overnight. This process is continuing, and officials must remain committed to
sustaining the programs and partnerships that have been cultivated. Moreover, rural community
colleges constitute 60% of all community colleges across the United States (Fluharty & Scaggs,
2007). This statistic has shown the crucial importance and the recurring impact of the rural
community college. Though community college leaders have influenced their communities in
rural areas, this influence is absent. Rural community colleges are receiving just a fraction of
federal funding compared to the degree of financial support that institutions in urban areas enjoy.
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Therefore, the absence of continuing financial and community support is leaving fragile
institutions to serve increasingly fragile communities (Fluharty & Scaggs, 2007).
Refining qualifications and improving entrance into higher education institutions are two
factors pursued simultaneously to ensure economic wealth and related benefits are attainable and
sustainable. The local economic environment must be linked to the efforts by the community
college leaders to be successful. Historical patterns of exploitation in rural communities have
created poor social services, inadequate education, and little to no infrastructure, which has
rendered a society with people who have been incapable of sustaining an economy (Garza &
Eller, 1998). New literature has shown how important small businesses are to the rural areas
where midsize and large numbers of employers are absent. A number of small business
development centers have developed or expanded to provide support to local entrepreneurs.
The small business development centers have offered training and technical support,
business plan preparation, and information on marketing strategies. Some community college
leaders have partnered with different lending institutions to provide startup and expansion capital
that would not be accessible otherwise. The Council of Economic Advisors (CEA) for the White
House has made education a key in its policies toward rural America. To attract a new
generation of workers and increase the quality of life for rural households, the CEA is focusing
on creating small business opportunities, tourism, recreation, and clean energy (Council of
Economic Advisors, 2015, p. 3). Across America, rural communities tend to have lower income
and higher poverty rates. Policies must be created to address these differences and connect
educational opportunities to community economic development (Fluharty & Scaggs, 2007).
Moreover, rural community colleges are less likely than other colleges to offer a broad mix of
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educational programs. Additionally, student services are more likely to depend on state
appropriations and are more likely to have a higher cost per student (Hardy & Katsinas, 2007).
Understanding the similarities and differences between rural community colleges of
different sizes, as well as recognizing the ongoing discrepancies that exist between rural colleges
and urban institutions, can increase understanding among local, state, and national policymakers
in developing public policies to extend access to all types of institutions and improve student
outcomes (Hardy & Katsinas, 2007). This development is having positive impacts on the local,
state, and federal economy. Policymakers and decision makers at the community colleges
should consider differences in institutional types; changes in student demographics; and
programs to improve student readiness for colleges, workforces, and instructional needs (Hardy
& Katsinas, 2007).
Leaders must also analyze their communities for immediate and future needs to make
decisions accordingly. Whether these needs are economic or cultural, the choices made to
enhance the community are planned to align these decisions with those tasks and services
provided by other public agencies. Improving the quality of life in a community has been the
primary mission of all stakeholders involved in community and economic development.
Providing an extensive array of programs that connects with other social agencies and industries
may influence the community for future and immediate needs (Hardy & Katsinas, 2007).
Individuals who hold positions of power can better network and build relationships with key
individuals and organizations. Business and industry leaders are privileged to provide essential
support to a community, including monetary donations and visibility to new industries that may
be planning to relocate to a specific geographic location. Creating jobs that people want to fill
has helped in securing other resources that may be used to encourage people to invest their own
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time, money, and effort into rural communities. To understand people and processes from this
vantage point, one must be able to manage people and processes effectively while understanding
a community and its dynamics (Hardy & Katsinas, 2007).
The Impact of Freshman Orientation
Many students have entered college even though they are unprepared socially; they are
not ready academically, and these learners lack the necessary tools to acclimate themselves
within their current learning and communal environments. In their ongoing efforts to promote
and support student success and improve academic achievement, community college leaders
have employed a variation of student support services, and they have devoted particular attention
to developing an effective freshman orientation course. Freshman orientation courses are offered
to incoming freshmen at 2-year and 4-year institutions to supplement and encourage academic
performance, social development, persistence, and degree completion (U.S. Department of
Education, 2016). For a freshman orientation course to be deemed a success, the program
leaders should include seminars that focus on informing students of the services offered at the
college, facilitating their adjustment to the college environment, assisting in academic and
career planning, and providing techniques that help with cultivating and improving important
proficiencies. These can include effective study habits, successful time management cultural
diversity, and personal skills (e.g., basic financial literacy; Cho & Karp, 2013).
In the late 1880s, the first freshman seminar was offered, but it fell in the shadows among
the higher education community; however, the program resurfaced in the 1970s with a collective
goal to address three key challenges: (a) An increased number of diverse students were entering
college unprepared, (b) students faced new issues due to complex innovations in higher
education and society, and (c) peer support was insufficient for student success (U.S. Department
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of Education, 2016). As American college students, their teachers, and their administrators began
the 1990s, five factors characterized freshman orientation, which have remained prominent
today: (a) extended orientation, (b) uniform content academic seminars, (c) variable content
academic seminars, (d) introduction to a discipline or professional seminars, and (e) exposure to
basic study skills (Barefoot et al., 1998). The institution explored in this study utilized the
extended orientation seminar with targeted student learning outcomes designed to teach and
improve various skills determined by a quality enhancement plan. In constructing a freshman
orientation program, technology has been incorporated into existing programs, and this emphasis
has afforded additional enrollment options, such as classes offered in online and hybrid formats.
The extended orientation seminar has been the most common among college leaders who strive
to fulfill a primary goal of supporting student success during freshman year by incorporating a
balanced curriculum designed around learning study skills, campus resources, time management,
career exploration, campus policies, and academic advising (U.S. Department of Education,
2016).
Zeidenberg, Jenkins, and Calcagno (2007) traced a cohort of students through 17
semesters. Zeidenberg et al. compared students who enrolled in a freshman orientation course
with those pupils who did not enroll. Regression analysis was used to control student
characteristics, such as English-speaking ability, gender, test scores, age, and ethnicity. The
outcomes of the study were determined by credential completion, continuous enrollment, and the
number of students transferred to a 4-year college in the Florida State University system.
Zeidenberg et al. found students who enrolled in a freshman orientation program had a higher
rate of success compared to students who did not participate in a freshman orientation course.
According to Cho and Karp (2013), this research study had several limitations because there was
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no determination about whether students were enrolled in a freshman orientation course early in
their college careers, nor did the resulting data distinguish between academic and nonacademic
enrollment in the freshman orientation course.
Cho and Karp (2013) decided to expand this study by utilizing more comprehensive
information from the Virginia Community College System culled from student success courses
and detailed information on student participants. Their dataset featured over 23,000 student
records that included all first-time community college students who were enrolled in the summer
or fall of 2004. The material encompassed demographics containing institutions attended,
developmental placement scores and referrals, transcript data on courses taken, grades received,
and educational outcomes. The outcomes were compared between groups of students who
enrolled in a success course and clusters of students who did not take part in success courses. A
regression analysis was used to determine short-term outcomes because an assumption was made
that enrollment in freshman orientation courses had a greater impact on outcomes within the first
year (Cho & Karp, 2013). The empirical specifications and results of this study were determined
by logit regression models that used two short-term outcomes: (a) students who enrolled within
their first semester (b) and students who enrolled within their first 15 credits hours taken. The
results determined that students who enrolled within their first semester were 6 percentage points
more likely to persist; however, students who enrolled in a freshman orientation course within
their first 15 credit hours were 10 percentage points more likely to persist (Cho & Karp, 2013).
Thus, with an ongoing expectation for colleges to achieve higher retention and graduation
rates, highlighting the need for research not only on college access but also the barriers that
many first generation students face has become vital. During the last few decades, the number of
U.S. adults with a bachelor’s degree has improved from 21% in 1990 to 33% in 2015 (NCES,
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2018). Though degree attainment has increased, some students still need extra support and
increased attention to make the transition to college. These learners have been labeled as “firstgeneration students” because their parents have not attended college. According to the U.S.
Department of Education, 27% of graduating high school seniors and one out of every six
students on a college campus is a first generation student (Garriott & Nisle, 2018). NCES (2018)
reported that in 1980, 77% of high school sophomores’ parents never enrolled in college, and by
2002, the percentage declined to 62%. Though there has been a decline in enrollment for firstgeneration students, they have remained at risk for many stress-induced emotions, such as
anxiety, guilt, depression, anger, hopelessness, shame, and uncertainty; financial hardships; and
being unprepared for the rigors of college (O’Neal et al., 2016). However, first-generation
students have enrolled in postsecondary education at lower rates compared to their peers, and
they have displayed different patterns of perseverance and degree completion (NCES, 2018).
Garriott and Nisle (2018) examined the stress levels, coping mechanisms, and perceived
academic goals among first generation students. Garriott and Nisle used a sample size of 688
students from two different postsecondary institutions in the Midwestern region of the United
States. Their findings indicated institutional support had served as a critical variable in terms of
academic goal progress for first generation students (Garriott & Nisle, 2018). The results of this
study indicated programs, such as freshman orientation implemented by an institution, were a
direct correlation to student success, particularly for first-generation students.
Though most first-generation students have not been equipped with the tools to ensure
college success, other cohorts of students, such as those who fall under the traditional and nontraditional labels, are not necessarily prepared as well as they should be upon entering college.
Students are arriving in college classrooms all over America with diverse backgrounds and
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individual capabilities. Throughout their enrollments, they are exposed to different experiences
from which different outcomes are manifested; one in particular is degree attainment (Burgette &
Magun-Jackson, 2009). Many studies are researching the landscape of student experiences in
college in reference to the outcomes of freshman orientations. To focus on students as a whole
rather than a specific cohort of students, Burgette and Magun-Jackson (2009) conducted a
longitudinal study on the influence of a freshman orientation course and its relationship to GPA
on students at a mid-south postsecondary institution. A logistic regression was used to measure
persistence, and multiple regression was used to assess GPA. Burgette and Magun-Jackson
determined the freshman orientation course had a positive impact on persistence to the 2nd year
and first year GPA; however, the freshman orientation course did not influence beyond the 2nd
year (Burgette & Magun-Jackson, 2009). Future research implications for long-term persistence
past 2nd year indicated that filling gaps in the freshman orientation course content and delivery
would be critical to strengthen its positive effects on student retention and persistence.
Summary
To summarize and highlight this literature review, there were five sections examined: (a)
college student retention: risk factors and assessment, (b) first-year intervention programs and
their impacts on student success and retention, (c) theoretical framework that is pertinent to the
community college population, (d) community college: rural and urban, and (e) the impact of
freshman orientation. The review of literature in this study showed many factors influenced
student attrition and the impact it had on an institution of higher learning. The literature review
has highlighted a need for institutions and their employees to become more cognizant of student
characteristics and implement programs such as social integration initiatives and intervention
projects that are focused specifically on supporting first year students. The researcher examined
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the literature reviews and observed students’ struggles to stay retained. Additionally, the
literature review highlighted the challenges that institution leaders have encountered when trying
to solve the problem of student retention. The need for this research was shown by need for the
data filling a gap in the literature; these data should provide support for the implementation and
execution of first-year student support programs. Equally critical is that this literature has
emphasized the importance of social integration among college students and significant
implications for the challenges they may encounter more frequently at rural institutions.
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CHAPTER III
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
Chapter 3 outlines the research design, participants, instrumentation, materials,
procedures, and data analysis of the study. The purpose of this study was to determine the
effectiveness of a freshman orientation program on academic achievement for students at a
community college in the Deep South. ACT scores were used to predict the academic
achievement of students enrolled in the freshman orientation program based on their GPAs at the
end of their first two semesters. Additionally, this study made a determination that student’s
academic achievement with low ACT scores were similar to students with high ACT scores.
Research Design
The study followed a quantitative research approach, involving the use of a causal
comparative design, seeking to compare individuals to determine if any differences existed
between them in terms of the variables of interest. According to Salkind (2010), a causalcomparative design pursues relationships between independent and dependent variables after an
action or event has previously occurred by comparing two or more groups of individuals. For
this particular study, descriptive statistics were used to summarize the dataset, a Shapiro-Wilk
test to assess the assumption of normality, Fisher’s exact test to compare program participants to
retention status, and an independent samples t-test to compare cumulative GPA for program
completers with composite ACT scores of 17 or 18 and program non-completers with composite
ACT scores of 19 or 20.
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Research Questions
The specific research questions established for the study were as follows:
RQ1. Are there differences in 1st to 2nd semester retention for program completers with
a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
RQ2. Are there differences in 1st to 2nd year retention for program completers with a 1718 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
RQ3. Are there differences in cumulative GPA for program completers with a 17-18
ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
Null hypotheses were as follows:
H10. There is no statistically significant difference in 1st to 2nd semester retention for
program completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers
with a 19-20 ACT.
H20. There is no statistically significant difference in 1st to 2nd year retention for
program completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers
with a 19-20 ACT.
H30. There is no statistically significant difference cumulative GPA for program
completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 1920 ACT.
Research Site
The institution in this study is a historically Black community college located in the Deep
South. The institution is composed of two main divisions, one housing an academic program,
started in 1963 and the other devoted to career and technical education, which started in 1961. In
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fall 2019, a total of 2,931 students were enrolled in courses in these two programs; another 1,230
students were enrolled in distance education courses.
The institution provides a required freshman orientation course for all incoming
freshman. This course employs experiential learning to address seven discrete needs identified
by university stakeholders as predictive of student success: technology skills, critical thinking
skills, communication skills (oral, written, and listening), social skills, time management skills,
study skills, leadership skills, and accepting personal responsibility. The course emphasizes
student development in their commitment to academic success and focuses on the acceptance of
individual responsibility in their academic, social and personal pursuits. It explains college
services and resources; examines college policies and procedures; explores educational goals and
career plans; helps students identify their learning styles; provides seminars, workshops, guest
speakers; and provides a variety of out-of-class experiences to impact the educational process
and to improve student success skills.
Participants
Fall 2017 semester full-time, first-year freshmen at a community college in the Deep
South were chosen as participants for this study. The director of data management provided a
spreadsheet containing all data that pertain to the study. For this research study, participants
were grouped based on two factors: (a) freshman orientation program completion status and (b)
composite ACT score. Both male and female students who participated in the freshman
orientation program (those who completed and those who did not complete) were compared to
determine if any differences were present in relation to (a) 2nd semester retention, (b) 2nd year
retention, and (c) student academic achievement, as measured by cumulative freshman GPA.
This study contained male and female freshmen who participated in the freshman orientation
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program. Students were divided into two groups. Group 1, labeled the treatment group,
comprised all students with a composite ACT Score of 17 or 18 and who completed the freshman
orientation program. Group 2, the control group, comprised all students with a composite ACT
score of 19 or 20 and who did not complete the freshman orientation program. Data for both
groups of students were collected for their 2nd semester retention, 2nd year retention, and
cumulative freshman GPA. The data analysis showed if any differences existed between the two
groups.
Instrumentation
The tools for data collection were existing data from the Office of the Director of Data
Management. Once data were collected, these were placed into IBM Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS) software and analyzed for interpretation.
Procedure
To conduct the study, the researcher first submitted documentation to the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) for approval to collect and use data for the research study (IRB number 19207). Following this approval, the research requested data the following data for each student
enrolling in fall 2018: (a) composite ACT score, (b) course completion status for freshman
orientation, (c) second-semester retention status, (d) second-year retention status, and (e)
cumulative freshman GPA. The requested data were submitted to the researcher from the
director of data management in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. The data were then imported into
IBM SPSS and prepared for analysis. First, the overall sample of students was reduced using the
study’s inclusion criteria: (a) For Group 1, a composite ACT score of 17 or 18 and satisfactory
completion of the freshman orientation course; (b) for Group 2, a composite ACT score of 19 or
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20 and a failure to satisfactorily complete the freshman orientation course. In a final data
preparation step, the researcher created a dummy variable, “Student group,” applying a “1” to all
students meeting the inclusion criteria for Group 1 and a “2” to all students meeting the inclusion
criteria for Group 2.
Data Analysis
Data comprised student freshman orientation program completion statuses, composite
ACT scores, 2nd semester retention, 2nd year retention, and cumulative freshman GPAs.
Relationships relevant to this study were analyzed through IBM SPSS software. All research
questions compared students who completed the freshman orientation program and achieved
composite ACT scores of 17 or 18 (Group 1) with those who did not complete the freshman
orientation program and achieved composite ACT scores of 19 or 20 (Group 2).
First, descriptive analyses were conducted to summarize the sample of students and the
dataset. For nominal variables, such as 2nd semester and 2nd year retention, frequency, and
percentage were calculated. For interval data, such as cumulative freshman GPA, minimum,
maximum, mean, median, and standard deviation were calculated. Research Question 1
concerned a potential difference 2nd semester retention between the two groups. This research
question was assessed using a Fisher’s exact test. This test was a version of the Chi-square test
and was used with particularly small sample sizes. Research Question 2 utilized the same
testing. This question was concerned with a potential difference in second-year retention for
students in Group 1 and Group 2. Research Question 3 was tested using an independent samples
t-test. First, the assumption of normality was tested for the dependent variable, cumulative
freshman GPA, through a Shapiro-Wilk test.
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CHAPTER IV
DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
The following sections of the chapter review include the purpose and research questions,
then description of the data analysis procedures and summary of the sample and dataset using
descriptive statistics. Then the results of the inferential statistical analysis are shared as they help
with answering the study’s research questions. A conclusion will summarize the chapter and
transition to Chapter 5.
The purpose of this quantitative study was to explore the effectiveness of a community
college’s freshman orientation program in the Deep South. The orientation program at the
institution studied is a state-of-the-art, technology-driven course designed to helps students
develop the skills they need to be successful in college, as defined by their retention from 1st to
2nd semester, 1st to 2nd year, and cumulative GPA.
The following research questions guided the study:
RQ1. Are there differences in 1st to 2nd semester retention for program completers with
a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
RQ2. Are there differences in 1st to 2nd year retention for program completers with a 1718 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
RQ3. Are there differences in cumulative GPA for program completers with a 17-18
ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
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To answer these research questions, the study employed a retrospective analysis of student
retention and performance (GPA) data gathered from the institution’s director of data
management. Retrospective analyses are appropriate when data are accessed from administrative
databases and when outcomes are already determined (Salkind, 2010). Data were imported into
SPSS software and analyzed.
Descriptive Findings
The sample of students for this study was generated from the population of fulltime first
year freshmen in the fall 2017 semester at a community college in the Deep South. The director
of data management shared data for these students with the researcher. Of a group of 914
students, 98 met inclusion criteria. A total of 91 students (92.9%) completed the freshman
orientation program and had composite ACT scores of 17 or 18, while seven students (7.1%) did
not complete the freshman orientation program and had composite ACT scores of 19 or 20.
Table 1
Full/Part-time Status of Participants
N

Percentage

Full time

89

90.8

Part time

9

9.2

98

100.0

Total
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Table 2
Gender of Target Participants
N

Percentage

Female

60

61.2

Male

38

38.8

Total

98

100.0

N

Percentage

Table 3
Race/Ethnicity of Target Participants

Valid

Black

77

78.6

White

16

16.3

Hispanic

2

2.0

2 or more races

1

1.0

American Indian

1

1.0

Unknown/Other

1

1.0

98

100.0

Total

46

Table 4
Age of Target Participants
N

Minimum

Age

98

Valid N

98

Maximum
17

Mean

28

Std. Deviation

18.20

1.339

The vast majority of students (n = 89) were enrolled full-time, with only nine of the 98
students in the study enrolled part-time. The sample was comprised of more female students (n
= 60, 61.2%) than of male students (n = 38, 38.8%), and the majority of sampled students
identified as Black (n = 77, 78.6%). Most students were traditional freshmen, and the mean age
of the sample was 18.20. However, a small number of older students were also present in the
sample, and the maximum age for a participant was 28 years old.
Descriptive statistics were also used to summarize the dataset. A total of 98 students
matched the inclusion criteria for the two groups: (a) achieved a composite ACT score of 17 or
18 and completed the freshman orientation program (n = 91), and (b) achieved a composite ACT
score of 19 or 20 but did not complete the freshman orientation program (n = 7). Descriptive
statistics for the variables of interest are presented in Tables 5-7.
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Table 5
Spring 2018 Enrollment Frequencies for Target Participants
Enrollment Status

Frequency

Percentage

Valid percentage

Total percentage

N

12

12.245

12.245

12.245

Y

86

87.755

87.755

100.000

Total

98

100.000

Table 6
Fall 2018 Enrollment Frequencies for Target Participants
Enrollment Status

Frequency

Percentage

Valid percentage

Total percentage

N

33

33.673

33.673

33.673

Y

65

66.327

66.327

100.000

Total

98

100.000

Table 7
Cumulative Freshman GPA for Target Participants

GPA

N

Minimum

Maximum

Mean

Median

SD

Shapiro-Wilk

98

0.000

3.914

2.452

2.822

1.070

0.910*

*Note. Significant at p < .001
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Most students enrolled for the 2nd semester (spring 2018). A majority also enrolled for the 2nd
year (fall 2018). However, the percentage (66.3%) was significantly less than for the 2nd
semester.
For cumulative freshman GPA, the mean (2.452) and median (2.822) were very close,
and the standard deviation was 1.070. These data suggest that the majority of GPA values
clustered around 2.60. Additionally, a Shapiro-Wilk test was conducted to assess the assumption
of normality in the distribution of student cumulative freshman GPA values, revealing a normal
distribution (w = .910, p < .001).
Data Analysis Procedures
This quantitative causal-comparative study used statistical analysis to answer the research
questions, and a summary of those statistical methods is provided in Table 8.
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Table 8
Summary of Statistical Methods
RQ
RQ1

Variables
IV – student group

Variable Types
Dichotomous (1 = completers w/

Inferential Test
Fisher’s exact test

17-18 ACT, 2 = non-completers w/
19-20 ACT)
DV – 2nd semester

Dichotomous (1 = yes, 2 = no)

retention status
RQ2

IV – student group

Dichotomous (1 = completers w/

Fisher’s exact test

17-18 ACT, 2 = non-completers w/
19-20 ACT)
DV – 2nd year

Dichotomous (1 = yes, 2 = no)

retention status
RQ3

IV – student group

Dichotomous (1 = completers w/

Independent

17-18 ACT, 2 = non-completers w/

samples t-test

19-20 ACT)
DV – cumulative

Interval – cumulative GPA value

GPA

For RQ1, a Fisher’s exact test was used to compare program freshman orientation
program completers and non-completers on the basis of 2nd semester retention status. This test
was used because one or more cells had an expected value of less than 5. First, a crosstabulation was completed to determine the number of students matching the following criteria:
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(a) program completer status and composite ACT score 17-18, and (b) program non-completer
status and composite ACT score 19-20. Then a Fisher’s exact test was completed using these
student groups and spring 2018 retention status to determine if any significant difference existed
between the two groups in terms of spring 2018 retention status.
For RQ2, similar procedures were undertaken. A cross-tabulation using the same criteria
was conducted, yielding the student groups to be compared. Then a Fisher’s exact test was
completed and using these groups and fall 2018 retention status to determine if any significant
difference existed between the two groups in terms of fall 2018 retention status. For RQ3, an
independent samples t-test was completed to compare freshman cumulative GPA for program
completers with composite ACT scores of 17 or 18 and program non-completers with composite
ACT scores of 19 or 20.
Results
Research Question 1
The first research question sought to determine the difference, if any, between 2nd
semester retention rates for program completers with composite ACT scores between 17 and 18
and program non-completers with composite ACT scores between 19 and 20. A cross-tabulation
was conducted to create the two student groups for comparison, and then a Fisher’s exact test
was conducted to determine any difference in retention rates for the two student groups. The
cross-tabulation results are presented in Table 9.
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Table 9
Cross-Tabulation of Student Group and Spring 2018 Enrollment
Spring 2018
No
Group

1

Count

82

91

Expected Count

11.1

79.9

91.0

% within Group

9.9%

90.1%

100.0%

75.0%

95.3%

92.9%

9.2%

83.7%

92.9%

Count

3

4

7

Expected Count

.9

6.1

7.0

% within Group

42.9%

57.1%

100.0%

% within Enrolled Spring 2018

25.0%

4.7%

7.1%

3.1%

4.1%

7.1%

12

86

98

Expected Count

12.0

86.0

98.0

% within Group

12.2%

87.8%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

12.2%

87.8%

100.0%

% of Total

% of Total
Total

Total

9

% within Enrolled Spring 2018

2

Yes

Count

% within Enrolled Spring 2018
% of Total

In Group 1 (program completers), a total of 82 (90.1%) were retained for the 2nd semester, while
9 (9.9%) did not re-enroll. Among program non-completers, four (57.1%) enrolled for the spring
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2018 semester, while three (42.9%) did not enroll. Results of the Fisher’s exact test are
described in Table 10.
Table 10
Fisher’s Exact Test of Student Group and Spring 2018 Enrollment
Asymptotic
Significance (2- Exact Sig. (2Value

df

sided)

sided)

Pearson Chi-Square

6.574

1

.010

Continuity Correction

3.864

1

.049

Likelihood Ratio

4.583

1

.032

Fisher's Exact Test
N of Valid Cases

Exact Sig. (1sided)

.038*

.038*

98

*Note. Significant at p < .05

Results of the Fisher’s exact test revealed that program completers were 1.58 times more likely
to enroll for spring 2018 than were program non-completers (p < .038). As such, the null
hypothesis, that no difference existed in 2nd semester retention between program completers and
program non-completers, was rejected.
Research Question 2
The second research question sought to determine the difference, if any, between 2nd
year retention rates for program completers with composite ACT scores between 17 and 18 and
program non-completers with composite ACT scores between 19 and 20. A cross-tabulation was
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conducted to create the two student groups for comparison, and then a Fisher’s exact test was
conducted to determine any difference in retention rates for the two student groups. The crosstabulation results are presented in Table 11.
Table 11
Cross-Tabulation of Student Group and Fall 2018 Enrollment
Enrolled Fall 2018
No
Group

1

2

Count

Total

28

63

91

Expected Count

30.6

60.4

91.0

% within Group

30.8%

69.2%

100.0%

% within Enrolled Fall 2018

84.8%

96.9%

92.9%

% of Total

28.6%

64.3%

92.9%

5a

2b

7

Expected Count

2.4

4.6

7.0

% within Group

71.4%

28.6%

100.0%

% within Enrolled Fall 2018

15.2%

3.1%

7.1%

5.1%

2.0%

7.1%

33

65

98

Expected Count

33.0

65.0

98.0

% within Group

33.7%

66.3%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

33.7%

66.3%

100.0%

Count

% of Total
Total

Yes

Count

% within Enrolled Fall 2018?
% of Total
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In Group 1 (program completers), a total of 63 (69.2%) were retained for the 2nd year, while 28
(30.8%) did not re-enroll. Among program non-completers, two (28.6%) enrolled for the fall
2018 semester, while five (71.4%) did not enroll. Results of the Fisher’s exact test are described
in Table 12.
Table 12
Chi-Square Analysis of Student Group and Fall 2018 Enrollment
Asymptotic

Value

Significance

Exact Sig. (2-

Exact Sig. (1-

(2-sided)

sided)

sided)

df

Pearson Chi-Square

4.811

1

.028

Continuity Correction

3.163

1

.075

Likelihood Ratio

4.500

1

.034

Fisher's Exact Test
N of Valid Cases

.041

.041

98

Results of the Fisher’s exact test revealed that program completers were 2.42 times more likely
to enroll for fall 2018 than were program non-completers (p < .041). As such, the null
hypothesis, that no difference existed in 2nd year retention between program completers and
program non-completers, was rejected.
Research Question 3
The third research question sought to determine the difference, if any, between
cumulative freshman GPA for program completers with composite ACT scores between 17 and
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18 and program non-completers with composite ACT scores between 19 and 20. First, it was
necessary to assess assumptions associated with the independent samples t-test selected for this
analysis. First, a Shapiro-Wilk test was conducted to assess the assumption of normality, and the
results are described in Table 7. With a result of .910 (p < .001) cumulative freshman GPA data
could be assumed to be normally distributed. Next, a Levene’s test for equality of variance was
conducted, and the results are depicted in Table 13.
Table 13
Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance Results
F
Freshman GPA

Equal variances assumed

Sig.
5.871

.017

Equal variances not assumed

Because the p value for the test was .017, less than the established significance level of .05, equal
variance could not be assumed. An unequal variances t-test was then conducted, and the results
appear in Table 14.
Table 14
Independent T-Test for Group Differences in Cumulative Freshman GPA
95% Confidence Interval of

t
16.535

df
17.461

Sig. (2-tailed)
.000

Mean

Std. Error

Difference

Difference

2.400220
56

.145164

the Difference
Lower
2.094564

Upper
2.705875

Results of this analysis (t = 16.54, p < .001) revealed a significant difference, with program
completers having a significantly higher mean cumulative freshman GPA value (2.62) than did
program non-completers (0.22). Given this result, the null hypothesis, that no difference existed
in cumulative freshman GPA between program completers and program non-completers, was
rejected.
Summary
The purpose of this quantitative study was to explore the effectiveness of a community
college’s freshman orientation program in the Deep South. Effectiveness was determined as
influence on 2nd semester and 2nd year retention rates and influence on cumulative freshman
GPA. Results of inferential analyses revealed significant differences for each of these outcomes.
For each, freshman orientation program completers with composite ACT scores of 17 or 18 were
significantly more successful than were program non-completers with composite ACT scores of
19 or 20, as determined by 2nd semester and 2nd year retention and cumulative freshman GPA.
These results will be further explored in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Chapter 5 presents a summary of the results from Chapter 4, followed by conclusions,
recommendations for use, and needs for further research.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the effectiveness of a community college’s
freshman orientation program in the Deep South. The problem addressed in this study is a lack
of sufficient academic and social support for college students, limiting their ability to succeed
(Nora & Crisp, 2007). Given this problem, the American Association of Community Colleges
(2017) recommended that colleges develop new retention efforts to help all students, particularly
those from diverse backgrounds, remain in school and complete their degree programs. Aligned
with this recommendation, the selected school provides a state-of-the-art, technology-driven
freshman orientation program, designed to facilitate skill development and enable academic
success. For the purposes of this study, college success is defined by cumulative GPA, student
retention from 1st to 2nd semester, and student retention from 1st to 2nd year. The following
research questions guided the study:
RQ1. Are there differences in 1st to 2nd semester retention for program completers with
a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
RQ2. Are there differences in 1st to 2nd year retention for program completers with a 1718 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
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RQ3. Are there differences in cumulative GPA for program completers with a 17-18
ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT?
The null hypotheses were as follows:
H10. There is no statistically significant difference in 1st to 2nd semester retention for
program completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers
with a 19-20 ACT.
H20. There is no statistically significant difference in 1st to 2nd year retention for
program completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers
with a 19-20 ACT.
H30. There is no statistically significant difference cumulative GPA for program
completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20
ACT.
Findings and Discussion
A retrospective analysis was performed using student retention and performance data
gathered from the Director of Data Management. Data were imported into SPSS software and
analyzed. The sample included students from the population of full-time, first-year freshmen in
the fall 2017 semester at a community college in the Deep South. Only 98 students met the
inclusion criteria, of which 91 students (92.9%) completed the freshman orientation program and
had composite ACT scores of 17 or 18. Seven students (7.1%) did not complete the freshman
orientation program and had composite ACT scores of 19 or 20. The percentage of full time
students (89%) made up the majority of the sample and 60% of the sample were females. Of the
sample, 77% identified as Black and 16% as White, with other races composing rest of the
sample. Most students were 18 years of age, though some students were aged up to 28 years.
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Race and ethnicity are important when studying student retention. Foss et al. (2014)
found that while 56% of all students will complete their degree within six years, minorities
graduate at significantly lower rates: 43% for Hispanic students and 38% for Black students.
Given this finding and the demographics of the current study’s sample, overall retention rates
may be low. Similarly, ACT (2013) indicated that many Black students withdrew from their
studies based on socioeconomic status, finances, and motivation. Nontraditional students, or
those enrolled in college later in life, may have the added responsibility of a job and family and
thus are more likely to not be retained (Hutto, 2015). In the current sample, only a small
percentage of older students were included, which is potentially positive with regard to the
retention rates. Hausman et al. (2007) asserted that integration into the social and academic life
of the educational institution is the strongest influence for student persistence. This finding is in
line with the theory of social and academic integration by Tinto (1975). However, the NCES
(2018) conducted research during the years 2000 to 2016 in which they found that educational
attainment rates among 25- to 29-year-old students increased relative to traditional students. The
NCES findings are indicative of increases made within the educational system that are beneficial
to the retention of older students. In the following sections the findings per research question
will be presented.
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Research Question 1The first research question asked: Are there differences in 1st to 2nd
semester retention for program completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program
completers with a 19-20 ACT? The null hypothesis was formulated as: There is no statistically
significant difference in 1st to 2nd semester retention for program completers with a 17-18 ACT
as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT. The sample was divided into two
groups: Group 1 was composed of completers, and Group 2 contained only non-completers.
Results of the Fisher’s exact test revealed that program completers were 1.58 times more likely
to enroll for spring 2018 than were program non-completers (p < .038). Based on the results of
the cross-tabulation and Fisher’s exact test used to compare program freshman orientation
program completers and non-completers on the basis of 2nd semester retention status, the null
hypothesis was rejected.
Community colleges in the United States battle to retain their students until graduation.
Characteristically, those students who lack the necessary academic skills to complete their
studies on college level leave the institutions prematurely (Bailey et al., 2010). Even though
almost 90% of American colleges offer first-year programs and have reported progressive effects
on a student’s effective transition to college and the probability of perseverance into the 2nd year
in addition to successful academic performance while in college, student attrition remains high
(Permzadian & Crede, 2016). A large percentage of college students start their academic careers
by enrolling in a 2-year community college (Tinto, 1975). With such a large number of
students—more than 13 million, according to Bailey et al. (2010)—community colleges face
mounting pressure to provide adequate services to a diverse population and maintain to open
access with identical assurance to program completion (American Association of Community
Colleges, 2017; Horn, 2009). The findings of this study that the program completers (Group 1)
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were 1.58 times more likely to enroll for spring 2018, is indicative of the successfulness of the
program presented at the participating community college. Importantly, students in Group 1
performed less well on the ACT (only 17 or 18, rather than 19 or 20 for students in Group 2), so
their increased retention rates may indicate a benefit of the freshman orientation program over
and above that of academic ability.
Research Question 2
The second research question asked: Are there differences in 1st to 2nd year retention for
program completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20
ACT? The corresponding null hypothesis for question two was as follows: There is no
statistically significant difference in 1st to 2nd year retention for program completers with a 1718 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT. Results of the Fisher’s
exact test revealed that program completers were 2.42 times more likely to enroll for fall 2018
than were program non-completers (p < .041). This led to the rejection of the null hypothesis
that no difference existed in 2nd year retention between program completers and program noncompleters.
This finding suggests some benefit from the freshman orientation program, as it may
have helped to address factors identified as related to student retention, which differ for each
individual. Tinto (1975) maintained that college student retention is dependent upon their
integration into the academic and social life at the college, a contention borne out by other
research (Borglum & Kubala, 2000). Interpersonal relationships and active involvement within
the community college environment will be conducive to student retention (Borglum & Kubala,
2000). The faculty-student relationship is also significant for student retention (Tinto, 2006) as
students who have more interaction with faculty are more likely to complete their degree. In
62

addition, the relationships students maintain with their community of origin, family and church
also contribute to student retention (Tinto, 2006). The freshman orientation program evaluated
in the current study is a technology-driven course, and it allows freshman to utilize and become
familiar with tools that they use in their academic courses. Additionally, it allows students to
interact with their peers, all of whom are freshmen like them. Given that most of the students in
the sample were traditional college students, many were in similar life stages and could connect
with one another, forming a community of students. It may be that these program benefits
helped to increase the likelihood of retention for program completers.
Some research has been conducted to identify specific program characteristics that are
effective in increasing retention, and these have emphasized academic preparation as keys to
success. Specifically, an analysis of freshman programs conducted by Barefoot et al. (1998) and
the U.S. Department of Education (2016) isolated five elements that such programs should offer
to be successful: extended orientation, uniform content academic seminars, variable content
academic seminars, introduction to a discipline or professional seminars, and basic study skills.
The extended freshman orientation seminar in the current study uses targeted student learning
outcomes designed to help students develop specific academic skills determined by a quality
enhancement plan. It furthermore includes technology—online and hybrid options—to enhance
program delivery and orient students to the tools they will encounter in their academic courses.
The finding that program completers were 2.42 times more likely to enroll for the 2nd year
compared to non-completers, is indicative of the success of the program under discussion.
Research Question 3
The third research question asked: Are there differences in cumulative GPA for program
completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program completers with a 19-20 ACT? The
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null hypothesis for question three was as follows: There is no statistically significant difference
cumulative GPA for program completers with a 17-18 ACT as compared to non-program
completers with a 19-20 ACT. Results of the analysis for question three (t = 16.54, p < .001)
revealed a significant difference: Group 1, program completers, obtained significantly higher
cumulative freshman GPA values than did Group 2, program non-completers. The null
hypothesis, that no difference existed in cumulative freshman GPA between program completers
and program non-completers, was therefore rejected.
The increased GPA among program completers is significant, given the role that GPA
plays in student success. GPA represents the measurement of a student’s performance of the
combined average of courses taken by a student during his or her enrollment at an institution
(Cochran et al., 2014). GPA is among the most dominant elements of student retention (Craig &
Ward, 2008; Friedman & Mandel, 2010). For instance, Cochran et al. (2014) found a GPA of
3.0 and higher was associated with students not withdrawing from classes. Students enrolled in
remedial or developmental courses are more likely to drop out of college than students in
college-level courses, have lower GPAs, and lower graduation rates (Bettinger et al., 2013).
However, it may also be that program completion itself, rather than the structure or
content of the orientation program, is what predicts higher GPA for these students. Higher
grades alone do not account for continued student enrollment, as Crisp and Taggart (2013)
illustrated that perseverance, academic and social commitment play a significant role in the
graduation rates of students. Perseverance among program completers may allow them to
complete satisfactorily an orientation-focused non-academic program at the college and also to
perform better in their academic courses. At community colleges, retention is problematic as the
student population is diverse, including full-time and part-time academic status, developmental
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coursework, family commitments, and work obligations (Hutto, 2015), and differences in student
perseverance may emerge through the varying lifestyles and obligations of students entering as
freshmen. The results of the finding for research question three serve to confirm previous
research that GPA is significantly related with student retention.
Limitations
The following factors are limiting this study:
1. Sampling was not stratified across the two groups—program completers and noncompleters. Of the 98 participating students, 91 students (92.9%) completed the
freshman orientation program, while only seven students (7.1%) did not complete the
freshman orientation program. It is ideal for compared samples to be roughly equal
in number and for the number in each group to be sufficient for determining statistical
significance in findings. In the current study, a Fisher’s exact test was used in place
of Chi square because of the relative lack of students in Group 2.
2. Although the findings of the study indicate that the freshman orientation program
significantly benefitted the students’ academic success, measured by GPA and
retention, it did not provide insight into the specific program elements that can be
associated with these results. Additionally, no insights were yielded regarding
student-level factors, such as socioeconomic status and employment status, as these
were not included in the study.
3. The study design did not include input from individual students as to why they did
not return to the college. Assumptions based on student achievements only may not
be correct and further research is indicated in this regard.
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Recommendations for Further Research
Based on the findings and limitations of this study, the following recommendations for
further research can be made:
1. Researchers who are interested to study the same program could embark on a
longitudinal study, perhaps with an expanded sample. This would yield results over a
longer period of time and include a larger sample that would increase the
generalizability of the results.
2. In addition, student interviews could be conducted and added to a study of this kind to
determine why students within the same group of program completers and noncompleters act differently to the rest of the group. Finding out what the individual
reasons are for attrition or continuation different from the rest of the group may
provide further insight into factors contributing to student retention.
3. An experimental research design could be used by implementing the Deep South
freshmen orientation program at another community college with a matched student
sample to determine if it is the program alone or possibly a combination of the
program and faculty at the participating community in the Deep South that is
responsible for its success.
4. Comparative research, similar to that of Barefoot et al. (2018), could be undertaken to
determine the specific program elements that are predictive of increased retention and
GPA among program completers.
5. As described, student-level context factors may play a significant role in retention and
performance as measured by GPA. Future studies could examine the degree to which
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specific student factors identified by the literature as important might moderate the
relationship between program completion and retention and GPA as outcomes.
6. An in-depth analysis of the studied program should be made and compared to the
program(s) adopted by other community colleges to determine which elements may
be added to increase the success of their programs.
Recommendations for Practice
Despite the need for continued research to better understand the influence of the
freshman orientation on student retention and performance, the following recommendations are
made for practical implementation by community colleges:
1. The community college in the present study may consider presenting seminars on the
current program to enlighten faculty of other community colleges and possibly further
refine their existing programs. The results of this study suggest that a technologydriven orientation program that focuses on academic skill development, orientation to
technological tools, and community-building can be successful in increasing retention
and GPA. Particularly since these findings align with those of other studies,
administrators of other community colleges would benefit from implementing new
programs or refining existing ones to address the same outcomes for freshman
students.
2. The tentative nature of the study’s results also indicate the need for the college in this
study and for community colleges more generally to undertake systematic and
iterative program evaluations to drive improvement and the efficient utilization of
resources. These evaluations can uncover benefits and challenges with existing

67

programs and offer guidance to schools attempting to increase retention and
performance.
3. Continued professional development programs based on the freshman orientation
program in this study could be offered by the community college. This could take the
form of an online or hybrid program to reach as many community colleges as
possible. The aim of this program would be to allow other schools to develop or
refine their own programs to achieve the outcomes of increased retention and
performance seen with the orientation program evaluated for this study.
Conclusion
Tinto (2006, 2012) identified aspects of student life that could either contribute to or
minimize attrition. Among these were student expectations, support, assessments and feedback,
and involvement. The quality of faculty-student relationship was found to be vital to student
retention, and Tinto (2006) suggested that faculty receive continuing professional training on
establishing and maintaining relationships with students. In addition, Tinto (1987) asserted that
the students’ relationships with their community of origin, family and church support student
retention and success, along with the integration of students into the academic and social life of
the institution (Tinto, 1975). Relationship building and maintenance is essential for student
retention and success. However, without the needed skills to benefit from a school’s academic
programs, students may be more likely to leave the academic institution early. To this end,
freshman orientation programs have been developed.
The findings of this study revealed the effectiveness of a freshman orientation program
on academic achievement for students at a community college in the Deep South. Students who
completed the program, despite having lower composite ACT scores than program non68

completers, were more likely to enroll in the next semester and 2nd year compared to those who
did not complete the program but had higher composite ACT scores. It is acknowledged that
there may be other moderating factors beyond this study that contributed to student retention.
This study did not aim to distinguish between other freshman programs at various community
colleges; it can therefore not identify those aspects of the program studied that were more likely
to contribute to student retention and achievement as indicated by GPA.
College freshmen attending the community college in the Deep South that was the focus
of this study seem to benefit from freshmen orientation program presented at this college. The
results of this study indicated that those students who completed the orientation program were
more likely to enroll in the next semester and also in the next year of studies compared to noncompleters of the program, despite lower composite ACT scores. In addition, program
completers obtained significantly higher GPAs compared to non-completers. Previous studies
suggested that higher GPA was significantly associated to student retention and success. The
conclusion of this study is that the freshman orientation program presented at the community
college in the Deep South significantly increases the possibility of student retention and
academic success.
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